
Mr. G Teaches: Just for Fun Arabic

Our background with Arabic 

We lived for four years in the city of Gaziantep in southeastern Turkey. The primary language of the 
city is Turkish, unrelated to Arabic, but it is only 40 miles from the border of Syria, which is an Arab 
country.  When the civil war began in Syria in 2011 refugees began coming to Gaziantep, and by the 
time we left the city's population had grown from 1.5 million to 2 million because of the Syrian 
refugees. Many of our neighbors were Syrian and we lived in a building which also housed a makeshift 
school for Syrian refugee children. I myself never learned to speak much Arabic, but during our time in 
Gaziantep my daughter Rebecca became especially interested in Arabic and began studying it on her 
own. Now she takes an online class and looks for every possible chance to practice :)

Who speaks Arabic?

Arabic is spoken primarily in the 19 so-called Arab countries, which are: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestinian Territories, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.  In these countries most people speak 
Arabic as their first language. Arabic is actually an official language in a total of 26 countries; in the 
non-Arab countries it is a minority language or learned as a second language. It is spoken by as many 
as 420 million people.  Arabic is one of six official languages of the United Nations (UN).

Arabic is closely associated with the religion of Islam, since the Quran (Islam's holy book) was written 
in Arabic, and the majority of Arabic speakers are Muslim.  However, it's important to remember that 
there are millions of Christians in Arab countries who also speak Arabic.  Also, the majority of 
Muslims in the world do not speak Arabic. Some of the countries with the largest Muslim populations 
do not speak Arabic, for example Indonesia, Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. Many Muslims, even if 
they do not speak Arabic, can read and recite some portions of the Quran in the original Arabic.

What do you mean by Arabic? 

Arabic is not actually a single language; there is not only one variety of Arabic. The term “Arabic” 
covers a number of different varieties.
   
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is the standard written language in all Arab countries. It is based on 
Classical Arabic, which is the language of the Quran.  These two  literary varieties of Arabic are only 
used in writing and in very formal spoken situations, such as news broadcasts or lectures, or for 
religious purposes. 

In everyday life people in Arab countries do not speak MSA; they speak a large number of different 
Arabic dialects, which are different in each Arab country and may even differ within a single country. 
These spoken dialects are not usually written at all; for writing people use MSA.  Sometimes speakers 
of different Arabic dialects cannot understand one another, especially if they come from two  distant 
places, like from Morocco and Iraq.  The differences between the dialects has often been compared to 
the differences between the Romance languages like Spanish, French, and Italian. They are definitely 
related, but their speakers have trouble understanding each other. 



What kind of language is Arabic?

Arabic is in the Semitic language family. This means it is related to Hebrew and some other ancient and 
modern languages of the Middle East and North Africa.  Don't confuse it with Aramaic, which is also a 
Semitic language and was the language of Jesus.  The Arabic language originated from the nomadic 
tribes of the deserts of Arabia. 

Arabic script

The Arabic script comes from the ancient Aramaic script. It is an alphabetic cursive-like script written 
from right to left (opposite of English). It has 28 letters. Some letters are very similar to each other and 
only distinguished by dots, which are a vital part of the letter. Most of the letters are connected to each 
other in a cursive style.  Each letter can have a different form depending on its position in the word; for 
example a letter might have four different forms depending on whether it comes first, in the middle, or 
at the end of a word, or is written alone.

In Arabic some types of vowel sounds are not normally written; readers must just know that they are 
there based on their knowledge of the language. 

Arabic pronunciation

Arabic has some sounds which are unfamiliar to English speakers. Here are six of them; in parentheses 
you will see a description of the sound, next the Arabic letter symbolizing the sound, next an Arabic 
word demonstrating this sound, followed by the Arabic spelling of the example word and its English 
meaning.

1. (Constrict your throat. Ouch.) ع     (Ainab) grapes   عنب

2. (A gargle in your throat, similar to French or German R)  غ (ghasaala) غسالة  washing machine

3. (Pronounced in the back of your throat, written as Q in Latin letters) ق  (baqara)  بقرة  cow

4. (A deep breathy H sound, also with constricted throat.) ح  (SaHiiH) صحيح  correct

5. (A gutteral “throat clearing” sound, like German CH or Russian X)  خ  (khawkh) خوخ   plum

6. (A rolled R sound)   ر   (rajul) رجل   man

Common Expressions

1. Greeting: As-salaamu Aalaykum  (Peace be upon you)
Response: Wa Aalaykum as-salaam (And peace be upon you as well)

2. MarHaba  or   marHaban (hello)



3. Ahla w sahla  or  ahlan wa sahlan  (welcome)

4. Shukran (thank you)

5. Maa as-salaama (goodbye)

6. Yalla  (hurry up, come on, let's go)

7. Allah (God)

Bible verse: John 3:16 in Arabic
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